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Abstract 
Leaders’ self-perception is one key factor when drawing an illustration of a university leader. In this research, leaders’ 
perceptions of themselves as leaders were studied. In total, 13 university leaders from Finland and the United States were asked 
how they understand good leadership and how they describe themselves as leaders. Interviews were completed with a semi-
structured questionnaire and additional qualitative research data were given by participants (N=28) attending to a leadership 
seminar at the University of Lapland. Results concerning the theme of leaders’ strengths and their ideas about today’s people 
management were studied through the following research questions: (1) What are the characteristics of a good people leader 
according to the university leaders’ opinions? (2) How do the university leaders describe themselves as leaders? (3) What factor 
did the university leaders name that could hinder them from being good (caring) leaders? (4) What do the university leaders find 
inspiring in people management? The results showed that the university leaders reflected themselves as leaders from various 
perspectives and they were able to not only name their distinctive strengths as leaders, but also factors that they considered 
imbedding them from being such leaders in higher education institutions. Our key results stressed the need for caring leadership 
that is stressed with authentic and experience-based viewpoints. Based on current findings, call for further investigation for 
developing positively sensitive practices of caring leadership appeared evident.  
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1. Introduction 
Leaders and leadership have been studied as long there has been need to organize human activity (e.g. Grint, 
2011). Key ideas have been linked quite typically to capital viewpoints: for example, human, social, and 
psychological capitals are seen vital as those might contribute added value for organization and work societies. 
Hence, the connection between people’s strengths and the development toward higher and higher expertise and 
positive experiences of work, success, and performance has been found by a wide body of research (e.g. Boudreau, 
Boswell, & Judge, 2001; Kesti & Syväjärvi, 2010; Luthans, Luthans, & Luthans, 2004; Liden, Wayne, & Sparrowe, 
2000; McCall & Hollenbeck, 2007; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2011a; 2011b). Certain strengths or characteristics are 
probably needed when leading a group of professionals and experts (e.g. Giberson, Resick, & Dickson, 2005) and 
indeed, there is a variety of ways to analyze leaders’ traits. For example, Judge et al. (2002) have represented a 
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comprehensive illustration about “the Past Qualitative Reviews of the Traits of Effective or Emergent Leaders” 
which gives a fair insight into the theme.  
Alvesson and Deetz (2000) have discussed how critical it is to see, think, and understand widely about 
management and leadership. Instead of plain leaders’ traits, we should debate about various viewpoints like lacks 
and weaknesses or virtues and strengths in context. In fact, here we try to understand experiences and perceptions 
concerning leadership. The theoretical basis for this study is greatly grounded on positive psychology and 
leadership, and thus we want to emphasize these sides. For example, Peterson and Seligman (see Seligman 2002; 
Seligman et al., 2004) described a classification scheme of 24 character strengths and virtues that are universally 
accepted as the ones promoting human happiness and balanced life: The six virtues and their component character 
strengths are (a) wisdom and knowledge (creativity, curiosity, open-mindedness, love of learning, and perspective), 
(b) courage (bravery, persistence, integrity, and vitality), (c) humanity (love, kindness, and social intelligence), (d) 
justice (citizenship, fairness, and leadership),  temperance (forgiveness and mercy, humility, prudence, and self-
regulation), and (f) transcendence (appreciation of beauty and excellence, gratitude, hope, humor, and spirituality).   
When it comes to leadership, the recognition of signature strengths are of great importance because, for example, 
according to Peterson and Park (2004, p. 1149) “character matters because it leads people to do the right thing, and 
the right thing can be productive and profitable.” The purpose is to understand university leadership and how it 
could be employed in a caring style (see Sashkin & Sashkin, 2003; Syväjärvi & Kesti, 2012). Leaders’ self-
perception is a key factor when drawing a picture of a caring university leader: a certain level of self-awareness is 
needed if a leader pursues developing some of his or her signature characteristics (see e.g. Avolio & Gardner, 2005). 
It has been noted that the unique stressors facing organizations throughout the world today call for a renewed focus 
on what constitutes genuine leadership (Avolio & Gardner, 2005).  The level of self-awareness or self-concept 
clarity (Campbell et al., 1996) and a holistic life-span approach (Shamir & Eilam, 2005) are important factors in this 
authentic leadership development (Bolden, Hawkins, Gosling, & Taylor, 2011; Ladkin, 2011; Lord & Hall, 2005; 
Tate, 2008).  
In literature, authenticity is seen many ways like the ‘true’ self, the moral and charismatic leadership, the positive 
organizational studies movement; and self-awareness is considered the key component of authenticity. Harter (2002, 
p. 382) defined the term authenticity as “to owning one’s personal experiences, be they thoughts, emotions, needs, 
wants, preferences, or beliefs, processes captured by the injunction to ‘know’ oneself”. In addition, authenticity 
includes that one acts in accord with the true self and expresses oneself in ways that are consistent with inner 
thoughts and feelings (see also Avolio & Gardner, 2005). According to Ladkin (2011) leaders must relate to 
followers and together they interact within a particular context and work toward an explicit or implicit purpose. 
These pieces also interact dynamically with the consequence that the way in which followers perceive the context 
will affect the way in which they interpret the leader’s pronouncements and together leader’s and followers’ action 
will demonstrate how a purpose is being understood and embodied. In this context, university leaders’ self-
perception is an area that has a clear contribution to the field, too.   
In addition, this research is related to theoretical discussions of self-leadership. Self-leadership has been 
investigated in the contexts of self-regulation, social cognitions, self-control and intrinsic motivation (Neck & 
Houghton, 2006). Instead of focusing on leaders’ personality characteristics (see e.g. Judge et al., 2002), our aim is 
to discuss university leaders’ self-perception in relation to the idea of caring leadership. The general goal of the 
research is to develop the concept of caring leadership by combining authentic leadership and self-perception.  
In this research, both understanding about leadership and university leaders’ perceptions of themselves as leaders 
were studied. In total, 13 university leaders from Finland and the United States were asked what they think about a 
good people leader’s characteristics and how they describe themselves as leaders. The study is a part of the research 
project “Love-Based Leadership – An Interdisciplinary approach” launched at the University of Lapland, Finland, in 
2011 (www.ulapland.fi/lovebasedleadership). The purpose is to understand how love and care lie at the core of 
changing work communities, psychological leadership, the principles of individuals’ vocational and human resource 
development, new vocational training models, and design of work communities. Given this context, leadership is not 
only about trying to fix what is wrong or dysfunctional in work societies and among employees. Instead, leadership 
means a more balanced perspective as it should focus on the concept of positive at work places as well. 
 
2. Method 
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This was a qualitative research where university leaders were interviewed through a qualitative theme interview 
(Eskola & Vastamäki, 2001; Patton, 1990). Thirteen leaders who worked in higher education (universities and 
universities of applied sciences) were interviewed. The positions of the interviewees varied from deans and associate 
deans (N=5) to various department chairs or department managers (N=8). Seven of them were Finnish leaders (three 
women and four men) from one university and university of applied sciences and six (all men) from the United 
States of America from one university. In addition, although there are some qualitative studies that compare Finnish 
and American leaders (e.g. Valtonen, 2007), they focus on entrepreneurial life. The present research setting is 
unique as, according to our understanding, Finnish and American university leaders’ perceptions on leadership have 
not been studied through a qualitative research like this before—especially with the emphasis on caring leadership. 
Themes for the interviews were carefully formulated based on the research groups’ expert fields and eventually, 
the interview consisted of four themes: (1) The leader’s strengths in personnel management; (2) What is caring and 
love-based leadership?; (3) What is a positive and love-based work community like and how it should be led?; and 
(4) The interrelationship between positive, appreciative, and happy experiences and leadership. All themes were 
discussed through aid questions, such as “What is a good people leader like?”, “What kinds of demands or 
challenges does the today’s world place on leadership?”, “What kinds of skills does a caring people leader need?”, 
“What kind of people management is especially suitable at universities or what kind of people management is 
needed?” etc. The participants were recruited by email. The email also included information about the research 
project (Love-based leadership – An interdisciplinary approach) and an overall description about the theme of the 
interview. Therefore, the interviewees already knew that their leadership will be discussed from a particular 
viewpoint. The interviews were carried out by the same person, and the data were transcribed and organized by her 
to the point where the participants’ anonymity was considered secured. This is also why their disciplines are 
withheld when reporting of the results. However, quotations from the interviews are added in the results section in 
order to highlight the interviewees’ voice and help readers to follow the analysis and conclusions. The code after 
each quotation refers to a certain interviewee, for example “F1W” means “The participant number 1, woman, 
Finland” and “U5M” means “The participant number 5, man, USA”. 
The interview data were complemented with a semi-structured questionnaire that covered similar themes. This 
data were collected among the participants of the “Well-being promoting leadership” seminar held at the University 
of Lapland, Rovaniemi, in January 24, 2012. Of 112 registered participants, 28 participants returned the 
questionnaire: all of the respondents were women, aged between 23 and 62 (mean = 48.04). The questionnaire 
consisted of four open-ended questions: (1) What kind of leadership is needed today? (2) How would you describe a 
happy work community? (3) What is the leader’s role in creating a happy work community? and (4) What is a caring 
people leader like? What are the characteristics of a good leader?  
The data analysis was qualitative content analysis which was ultimately based on the pre-determined themes. The 
data were organized and described in a deductive manner as the initial categories were adopted from the interview 
and questionnaire themes. However, categorization within the themes was inductive, data-driven, as the purpose was 
to find out categories that would describe the best each of the initial themes. (Mayring, 2000.) 
 
3. Results 
 
3.1 University leaders emphasized empathy and human interaction 
 
All of the interviewees named empathy and ability to humane interaction as one of the characteristics of a good 
people leader. The interviewees used time when describing these kinds of emphatic leaders, while the questionnaire 
answers could be very short: in questionnaires, the words used for describing a good leader were “interested in 
people/listens to and discusses with people” (n= 12), “humane (n= 10)”, and “caring” (n= 5)—accompanied with 
other attributes, such as “fair”, “inspiring”, and “available”, that illustrate the way the leader should act with his or 
her followers. In interviews, this kind of humane and empathetic leadership was described as follows: 
“…and you have to be ready to listen and that might be the most important thing during these years, and of 
course, being understanding.” (F1W) 
“I think a good leader is one that, I’ve thought about this, it has different aspects to it. I really think a good 
leader needs to care for other people. You are, who you are working with, or really working for. So, you need to 
care for them, you need to be fair also.” (U6M) 
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Although most of the questionnaire answers gave just a list of characteristics that the seminar participants found 
important, the interviewees gave reasons why to act in a humane or caring manner. In addition to the fact that the 
followers get the feeling that the leader cares for them, the leaders had noted that followers will also work more 
efficiently and target-orientedly. One leader described this kind of empathic and caring leadership like this: 
“Well, my own view is that I guess it is the most important that you can live along with these people. I have never 
believed in the sort of authoritative leadership. - - I think it is crucial that when you talk with people, work with 
them, and that way it’s much easier to get them to do things. Somehow, I have always been this kind of a people-
oriented leader as the followers have always been able to ask stupid questions and someone is here almost all the 
time talking with me, his or her own worries if nothing else, and I have to be able to listen and a little bit interpret 
their gestures and expressions so that I know when someone is having a bad day and I adjust my daily leadership 
with people’s general mood. That’s my philosophy.” (F2M) 
“To be a leader in a place like this, you have to be a servant leader. You have to take care of other people. --  I 
mean, your job is to make life better for all the faculty and students so they can do what they need to do: their 
research, their teaching, and the students, so they learn and get their degree, go out there and make us all proud. To 
do that, you got to be a leader, you got to be around here dealing with people.” (U5M) 
A strong vision was another feature that was mentioned frequently in the interviews. The leader was supposed to 
have a vision of the future of the organization. In addition, the vision had to be something that the followers could 
share and accept as the ultimate purpose of their work. According to the interviewees, the leader’s task is to 
convince the people of the meaningfulness of the vision, express it in an understandable manner, and get people to 
work together toward the common goal. The meaning of the leaders’ vision was described in the following manner:  
“I think that a person has to have a good value system, they have to be genuine and they have to want to talk 
whatever they believe in project, it needs to be a match-up with what they say. I believe that a good leader in higher 
education is the work for the shared vision.” (UM4) 
”What you have in a good leader is also leadership. The fact that you can ignite hope in people, ignite 
enthusiasm toward the tasks in people. And I think that by showing clear roadmaps to people you can do it. - - If you 
can make clear where we are going to and explain in a popular language what the people benefit from going with 
you, then the leader can be the inspirer who enables working.”(F7M) 
The third theme that occurred in the data was respect not only toward oneself as a person and personality but also 
toward the others at the work place. Seven interviewees mentioned this feature. Respect was connected with 
authenticity so that a leader who accepts himself or herself first, will be more tolerant to the diversity among his or 
her followers. In addition to followers’ diversity, this feature was also considered important when leading 
professionals and experts as most of the university leaders’ subordinates are experts of their own field:  
“When you are a member of the work community, everyone should be able to act as a human being to other 
human being in a way that doesn’t cause any trouble.” (F2M) 
”So, we should have a leader who can take account of the other person’s expertise very well. And a leader 
should consider each person as a personality. So, here, the best result will be achieved so that we try to support in 
best possible way and be someone who you can talk with when necessary and if someone needs guidance, the leader 
should be ready to provide the guidance. Anyway, we can say that we have quite different types of tasks at the 
university. If we think about teachers and researchers, they don’t really accept the word ‘lead’.” (F3W) 
In addition, the leader has to be self-confident when leading people in all situations—whether it was about 
making (difficult) decisions or trying to convince the followers of some new idea. Some of the interviewees pointed 
out that the leader must have a good self-image in order to act properly as a leader, especially when aiming at acting 
for the good of the organization and its employees following the principles of caring leadership. 
“Of course, you could think that you need quite good self-confidence with what you do. – You’ll always have 
situations in leaderhip when everyone is not happy. You have to make difficult decisions and they won’t all be 
pleasing. Then, reasoning and keeping up your self-confidence in a way that focuses not on you but the task you 
have. Then I’ve been thinking that you have be aware of your own values and have them right. That clearly helps 
together with the ability to reflect those situations that you have confronted.” (F5W) 
“You can’t help anyone help anyone else measure secure about yourself and that’s so important. You have to 
have a quality self-image of you self. You got to feel good about yourself. Once you have those down, now you could 
help others. If you’re trying to make yourself feel good through others, you’re not a very good leader.” (U5M) 
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Other features of a good people leader according to the interviewees were diligence, responsibility, reflection, 
time management, positivity, fairness, and energy, and the same attributes occurred in the questionnaire answers as 
well. 
 
3.2 University leaders’ perceptions on themselves as leaders 
 
The interviewed leaders were also asked to describe themselves as leaders. Quite often they answered that they 
resemble the type of a leader they had described as good—or at least try to act in that: 
“S: You are that kind of a leader yourself? U3M: I would think so. I try to be. It really is caring as much about 
the people of that organization as it is about the success of the organization. It’s equal.” (U3M) 
However, they were also able to name their particular strengths as a leader. Empathy and being humane and 
interested in people were the most commonly mentioned strengths. Four of the leaders recognized this social, 
people-oriented characteristic as their signature strength. The leaders emphasized that they wanted to work for the 
other’s good through their leadership position and therefore they were also able to see how this kind of features 
would benefit:  
“I would think that I’m quite empathetic person and it is manifested in the way I try to lead both people and 
things. And I try to discuss with the team a lot and so on.  - - So, I like to set aside and want that all will benefit the 
others.”  (F1W) 
“I really try to do what is best for the students first. And then I try to do what is best for the faculty and the 
college.” (U6M) 
”I think that the only way of leading, at least in this kind of a work community, is to be on the same wavelength 
with these people and try to live or present my ideas through it.  You can certainly give all kinds of commands all 
the time but people get angry and then they won’t do anything. And then they will sit inside their offices, doors shut. 
That’s not very good either. I have tried to create communality here.” (F2M) 
Leadership is about good expression and ability to work and interact with various people and handle “the 
interactive spaces between people and ideas (Lichtenstein et al., 2006, p. 2)” as well. Interaction skills were 
mentioned in several interviews and three of the leaders highlighted their interaction skills as their best 
characteristics as a leader. They regarded interaction as a means of handling situations while some leaders 
emphasized their ability to speak clearly and present their ideas in an understandable and convincing manner—to 
bring out their vision: 
“The interaction is probably, I think, [my best strength]. On the other hand, it comes with the position but I am 
that kind of a person otherwise as well. I prefer looking for solutions through interaction over running things 
headstrongly in a certain direction. And the fact that I like people and working with people and I think that this 
inner motivation is quite a significant factor that gives me strength to bother.” (F4M) 
 “I think it’s the ability to think clearly, speak clearly and persuade and so if I had an idea about the way are to 
go then I need to build to convince people in an intellectual way that that’s the right thing to do. And if I can’t do 
that then I need to go back and read and think of my own thoughts of that and how to change, how should I, either I 
need to find another way to present the case or I need to revise the case because I was not able to convince them.” 
(U3M) 
 
3.3 Factors that the university leaders considered imbedding them from being caring leaders  
 
The leaders brought out also issues that could be considered the negative sides of their work or issues that 
concerned them. This category was not particularly included in the interview structure but most of the leaders talked 
about their problems or other concerns related to leadership. Although not directly related to the essence of caring 
leadership, difficulties in time management were mentioned by several leaders. It is, however, a relevant notion 
because lack of time was considered the major factor that hindered them from being good and caring people leaders. 
This was especially mentioned by the Finnish university leaders who participated in this research. As they named 
employee-orientation crucial in today’s leadership and many also considered themselves people-persons as the 
previous chapters showed, lack of time was found worrying and even stressful because they did not have as much 
time for talking with their employees and listening to them as they would have wanted to:  
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“Personally, I don’t have enough time. That’s something that causes me a bad conscience all the time. I don’t 
have enough time to have team meetings, much less to discuss with people—although I really try.”(F3W) 
”This work is so hectic that the time you have here, together with your own people, it’s not enough.” (F6M) 
Second, the leaders talked about the meaning of being patient. Some of them included patience among their 
strengths while others saw that they had something to improve in that sector. All in all, patience therefore affected 
the way the leaders could work with followers and execute their leadership. Impatience could also be connected to 
the first category: as the leaders did not have too much time to just hang-around with the followers as they felt 
obliged to prioritize and work efficiently, they seemed to expect this kind of behavior from their followers as well: 
”Of course, I admit that sometimes I lose my temper if the things don’t go as they should, but rarely.” (F2M) 
”Naturally, you always try to do what you would like to see the others do as well. I am, I think I am sometimes – 
impatient when we should be making decisions and people concentrate too much on the past and cannot focus on 
the future. And I would like to go for it so sometimes I am even too oppressive. Well, I hope it’s for the common 
good.” (F7M) 
The third category included the challenging nature of leadership as a whole. The leaders also considered the 
political aspects of leadership. Being a leader means that one has to be able to perceive the big picture, the vision, 
and that the way one leads is public. The leaders who participated in this research thought that leadership was not 
for everyone because of its complicated and demanding nature: 
“Well, I think some people don’t really like the political dimension of leadership. And being a leader means that 
you’re generally involved in political activity, big part of the time. And I think you’re reason for going into 
leadership has a lot to do with that. But I think that some people don’t feel comfortable in the political role. They 
don’t feel comfortable in the public eye.” (U4M) 
“The vast majority of us who come into higher education didn’t come here to be leaders. We wanted to avoid 
being a leader. People who want to teach usually do that because they do not want to lead. -- When it comes to 
getting a group of faculty to choose a department chair: No one wants to do it. And when it comes to be a dean: No 
one wants to do it. Being a provost my goodness: No one wants to do it. - - When you ask them for a vision of the 
future, they would ‘what you mean the vision of the future, I haven’t even thought about that’. Or if they have 
thought about it, it’s the vision of how they are going to manage better, you know, versus, how I’m going to lead this 
place.” (U5M) 
 
3.4 Finding the inspiration from university leadership  
 
Although many university leaders reported of the busyness and demanding nature of their work—one even stated 
that “my only strength is that I am fool enough to having accepted this job (F6M)”—they still found people 
management inspiring.  
“Oh yeah, I think my years as community college president were the years, the best job I ever had. - - There were 
indeed challenges, some which more difficult than others. Really the best job I ever had. Far superior to being a 
college professor or anything else. And being a vice-president was very exciting too. I think every leadership 
position that I’ve had just made me feel more alive, gave me lots of headaches and sleepless nights, but overall it 
was, I felt like I was doing something positive.” (U4M) 
It seemed that the leaders drew their enthusiasm from their followers’ success that would also mean the success 
of the organization. “If I’ve done a good job then we do succeed but we succeed because everybody in the 
organization wanted that to happen” (U3M) was a notion that illustrated the interviewees’ strong connection with 
the vision and shared effort to achieve it. The success was described in different ways with a little nuances of 
expression: as being exciting to see the outcome from followers’ expertise led by the leader, working together 
toward the shared goal, getting followers satisfied and content with their job descriptions and thus having good 
mood at the work place, and being able to create co-operative working culture: 
“It surely is inspiring. People management is the most difficult part of leadership but simultaneously, it is 
inspiring. When we see that our work bears fruit and we can enjoy them.” (F5W) 
“I wouldn’t do if it wasn’t inspiring. It’s inspiring for me to see people who have a small world-view and are 
maybe a little uncomfortable with aligning themselves with the larger purpose, get excited about that. -- So I think 
what’s exciting to me is the sense of possibility that comes from getting people connected to each other and getting 
them connected to a bigger vision of what is going to happen.” (U1M) 
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“I think for me it’s seeing that you can move the organization forward in a way that it wouldn’t be able to 
without you pulling people together. - - Because I can see that’s really going to help the college move toward the 
future.” (U2M) 
People management was also found inspiring because of its complicated nature. The leaders in this research 
seemed to regard this challenge interesting and also motivating in their work.   
“It is just that people in general are interesting - - people are so temperamental and unpredictable. There is 
always food for thought endlessly; every day is different, people’s reactions in different days are different.  And 
therefore, it will never be boring. Perhaps that’s the simple explanation: the interest and enthusiasm lasts because 
of the diversity and doing and confronting new things.” (F4M)  
 
4. Discussion 
 
4.1 Holistic self-concept and ability to reflect  
 
Current results showed that university leaders were able to reflect themselves as leaders from various perspectives 
and were able to not only name their distinctive strengths as leaders but also factors that they considered imbedding 
them from being such leaders they would want to be or from following the leadership model they had described as a 
good people leadership in higher education institutions. In addition, those matters that they brought up when 
discussing whether they find people management inspiring or not were analyzed from the point of view of their 
features as leaders. For example, Ladkin and Taylor (2010) state that leadership can be performed in a way which is 
experienced as authentic, both to the leader and to those he or she seeks to lead. In this study, we underline the 
importance of both true self and true social identity, when it is vital to reflect situational elements with authenticity 
significance to human being. 
 The similarity between the interviewees’ ideas and the questionnaire results about a good people leader’s 
characteristics was interesting as well. What was emphasized in the interviews and questionnaires was a sort of 
humane, caring leadership where the leader’s authenticity and self-knowledge were considered the core. One of the 
American interviewees talked about servant leadership, another referred to caring leadership, a Finnish leader 
described it dialogic leadership. This kind of ideology functioned not only as the university leaders’ model of ideal 
leadership but also something that they wanted to implement in their leadership. It was seen as the means of 
pursuing the common goal, something that would turn out as everybody’s benefit. By benefiting better the 
unidentified human assets, the public and private organizations may detect the experience impact (incl. positive or 
negative value) of human factors (Baron & Armstrong, 2007; Kesti & Syväjärvi, 2010). Human experience is thus 
stressed as it pays attention to social reality or awareness of an organization or more limited work society. 
Therefore, the leadership of human capital is something university leaders try to handle. 
It seemed that the vision the leaders had about the future of the organization functioned as a tool through they 
could enable not only the development of the organization but also the development of their employees, faculty, and 
students.  The leaders named certain characteristics that were needed in order to act well in the leadership position. 
As the people-orientation appeared the common philosophy, the ways of executing them could, however, vary. 
Some leaders emphasized the meaning of self-confidence, especially when connected to assertiveness. Indeed, 
situationally-adjusted assertiveness has been recognized as a one of the successful leader’s features (Ames & Flynn, 
2007). On the other hand, some of the leaders wanted to emphasize their willingness to work for others, for the 
faculty’s and students’ good (see also De Cremer & van Knippenberg, 2004). 
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4.2 Limitations 
 
Some limitations must be recognized when discussing the results. When recruiting the interviewees, they already 
knew that their leadership will be discussed from a particular viewpoint and that may have affected their answers 
and/or their participation. It is possible that the leaders who accepted the interview request were already interested in 
the phenomenon of caring or love-based leadership and their answers may have been somewhat biased. However, 
they described themselves and their actions and experiences openly, both the successes and hardships, so the 
interviews covered the gamut of people management at universities relatively comprehensively. In addition, the 
variety of disciplines the participants represented, their age or gender does not give reason to believe that the initial 
theme would have had any particular effect in their answers.  
The supplementary data (questionnaires) seemed to support the findings from the interview data although those 
who returned the questionnaires different from the interviewees not only by their gender but positions as well 
because—although being mostly leaders—the respondents represented a variety of sectors, not only higher 
education.  
Being a qualitative research, the purpose is not to generalize the findings but to give an insight to the leaders’ 
opinions on today’s leadership in higher education and how they perceive themselves in this task. Of course, these 
kinds of personal assessments have to be interpreted carefully: for example, Tate (2008, p. 16) found out in his 
longitudinal research that “individuals’ overestimation of themselves as leaders increased over time”. In this 
research, quotations from the interviews were used for supporting the interpretations made from the data but also for 
highlighting the participants’ voices. 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
As was mentioned earlier, this research was focused on a unique leadership environment, namely Finnish and 
American universities. The phenomenon is complicated because leaders’ perceptions may vary not only by their 
home country (see e.g. Valtonen, 2007) but also by disciplines (see e.g. Kekäle, 1999). Here, the leaders were 
specifically asked to reflect caring leadership within the university context. Here, the key term is academic 
leadership adding an interesting dimension in the discussion of caring leadership. According to Grosso (2009), it is 
no secret that leader-subordinate relationships in academic settings differ from those in business and commerce. At 
universities, academic leaders need to be are able to look at what their faculty value, because instead of bonuses at 
the end of the year, the connection of goals, values and ideas is what moves them to act. This very fact was realized 
by the leaders in this research and, moreover, they considered that people-oriented, a sort of caring leadership, could 
be the means to achieve this. By being loyal to their values and ideas about leadership, it is possible to find meaning 
in work (Arnold et al., 2007; see also Lyubomirsky et al., 2005) even if the work is stressful and complicated—as 
the leaders in this research reported. Indeed, today for managers in particular, work poses primarily psychological 
and emotional stress as opposed to physical demands (Kinnunen, Feldt, & Mäkikangas, 2008) and therefore, 
leaders’ self-concept is of increasing importance not only to enhance leaders’ own well-being but also to leaders’ 
responsibility to take care of their followers’ well-being. According to Avolio and Gardner (2005, p. 315), “a more 
authentic leadership development strategy becomes relevant and urgently needed for desirable outcomes.” 
In addition, Syväjärvi and Kesti (2012) stated the need of caring leadership as it is a strength-based approach to 
genuine workplace situation and to human management. The caring leadership is in line with the positive initiative 
at workplaces and it has four major connotations. Those are a focus on complex situations together with human 
interaction, a focus on deviant human performance, a focus on human competencies, and finally a focus on human 
experience and authenticity. Current findings support these notions as being keen about human and self, social 
identity and human interaction. It seems that authenticity in the form of a leader’s degree of self-knowledge and self-
perception (Shamir & Eilan, 2005), could be the core of caring, even love-based leadership. 
Based on the results of this study it can be stated that authentic does not appear only as positive characters, for 
instance as personal strengths, for the leader. Instead, authenticity refers to all experiential knowledge that a leader 
can recognize to be his or her own genuine experiences and thus, positive and negative connection might exist (see 
Losada & Heaphy, 2004; Syväjärvi & Kesti, 2012). By self-perception or self-leadership a leader is able not only to 
be aware of that experiential knowledge but also to perform step by step better according to that knowledge. In this 
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sense, authenticity as a core of caring or love-based leadership goes beyond the opposites between positive and 
negative experiences, or between strengths and weaknesses understood as leader characters. The focus on 
authenticity as the core of caring leadership means to study leaders' personal experiences in their real and actual 
work settings and environments. 
These findings call for further research that discusses university leaders’ ideas of the manifestation of caring 
leadership and how positively sensitive practices of caring leadership could be developed within the context of 
knowledge and competence intensive organizations and work societies like those in higher education. 
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